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The Colombian guerrilla organization Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC) is
holding three US Defense Department contract employees whom it considers prisoners of war.
The US government's decision to send additional military personnel to Colombia has set off a
controversy in the US and in Colombia and raised new questions about US involvement in that
country's four-decades-old civil war.
The capture came amid an escalation of violence in Colombia that began on Feb. 7 when a car bomb
exploded in an exclusive social club in Bogota, killing 35 people and wounding more than 160. A
week later, another explosion killed 20 people and destroyed 70 homes in the city of Neiva in the
department of Huila on the eve of a visit by President Alvaro Uribe Velez.

FARC says it shot down the plane
The single-engine Cessna 208 was going from Bogota to Tres Esquinas military base in Caqueta
province in southern Colombia when it went down on Feb. 13. The incident occurred near Puerto
Rico, 380 km south of Bogota. Two of the five aboard the plane were killed, and the other three
were captured by the FARC. Rescuers found the charred plane late Feb. 14, with the bodies of two
passengers nearby US citizen Thomas John Janis and Luis Alcides Cruz, a Colombian intelligence
officer.
Officials said both men had been shot. Armed forces commander Gen. Jorge Enrique Mora
dispatched helicopters, reconnaissance planes, and special forces in what has so far been an
unsuccessful effort to rescue the three kidnapped Americans. The US State Department confirmed
the two deaths, but did not confirm the identities of the men or the agency with which they were
working, citing security concerns. However, Colombian and US officials said the people on the plane
were working as Pentagon contractors on an anti-drug operation when the plane's engine failed and
the aircraft crashed.
"We anticipated this," said a senior US congressional aide involved in policy issues on Colombia.
"We've increased our presence, and this is something you envision when you go down there to help
this democracy."
On Feb. 22, the FARC admitted that it had the three people from the downed plane. The FARC
demanded that the Colombian military halt operations in the Caqueta region if it wanted to
guarantee their safety. The FARC said members of the Bloque Sur shot down the plane, which it
said carried CIA personnel doing espionage activities in the zone. "We will guarantee the life and
the physical integrity of the three gringos we are holding only if the Colombian army immediately
suspends military operations and overflights," said the statement posted on the FARC Web site.
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"I think this is all a result of the increased US intervention in the Colombian conflict," said
Colombian congressman Gustavo Petro, a former rebel in the disbanded M- 19 guerrilla group.
"They have taken them as war prisoners, and it is because they are part of the conflict and that is
how the FARC sees them." Petro's assessment proved accurate.
On Feb. 24, FARC leaders offered to release the US personnel in return for the release of guerrillas
now in Colombian jails. "The three gringo prisoners of war in our custody will be liberated along
with the Colombian prisoners of war once an exchange between the government of Uribe Velez and
the FARC takes place in a large demilitarized zone," said the FARC announcement. The FARC said
that the US, through Plan Colombia, is not only involved in fighting drug trafficking but in training
Colombian soldiers to fight the guerrillas.
The FARC said there was "irrefutable proof" of direct participation of "high-ranking gringo officers
in overt and covert military operations...which de facto makes them once captured...prisoners of
war," said the FARC statement.

Bush administration sends more troops
The administration of US President George W. Bush said on Feb. 24 that it was sending more
advisers to Colombia, but it later denied that the number would be 150 troops, as the Pentagon had
stated on Feb. 22. The announcement brought questions and criticism in Colombia. The controversy
focused on President Uribe's failure to obtain authorization for more foreign troops and on the
political risks posed by an increase in US participation in the country's armed conflict.
Analysts emphasized that the presence of US advisers must be authorized by the Colombian Senate,
or since it is presently in recess by the Council of State. But neither has provided approval for a
new group of soldiers. They also said the activities of the US military advisers must conform to the
bilateral accords signed as part of Plan Colombia. Those accords say US military personnel should
be limited to providing communications and intelligence training to the army, with no participation
in combat.
Robert Chamucero, president of the Federacion de Trabajadores al Servicio del Estado, asked what
secret or special agreements have been signed by Colombia and the US with respect to the fight
against terrorism and drug trafficking. As part of Plan Colombia, the country has received almost
US$2 billion in mostly military aid in the past three years, the third-largest amount of US aid after
Israel and Egypt.
Restrictions on the US aid were lifted in July 2002 to allow US personnel to aid in the fight
against rebels (see NotiSur, 2002-02-15, 2002-05-10). Congress limited the US presence to 400
military personnel and 400 contractors. But moves are underway to lift that ceiling. With the
latest troops sent, more than 400 US military would be in Colombia, plus an unknown number
of "contract" employees. At least 70 Green Berets have been in Colombia since January to train a
counterinsurgency commando group in the department of Arauca, along the northeastern border
with Venezuela.
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The most recent reporting period ended in mid-January, and President Bush reported to Congress
that there were 208 military personnel and 279 contract workers in Colombia as of that date. The
restrictive legislation does not limit presidential authority to "carry out emergency evacuation of US
citizens or any search-and-rescue operation for US military personnel or US citizens." It is under
this provision that the additional military personnel were sent this week, officials said.
On Feb. 24, Sen. Antonio Navarro Wolff said the arrival of more US troops could hinder rescue
operations. "How many Colombian soldiers are we going to have to assign to take care of the 150 US
soldiers, because I doubt those soldiers' efficacy in the battlefield in the forest-covered mountains
in the southern part of the country," Navarro Wolff said in a Radio Caracol interview. He added that
politically the arrival of foreign troops could raise nationalist sentiment, which would give the FARC
additional justification for continuing the war.
Independent congressman German Navas said the internationalization of the conflict, now with the
active participation of the US, "will bring more bloodshed and headaches for the Colombians."
Congressman Petro warned against further US involvement in Colombia. "Colombia is not
Afghanistan, it is not Iraq," Petro told Radionet. "With the type of violent conflict we're experiencing
here, what the US is going to get tangled up in is a new Vietnam." Responding to the mounting
concern, on Feb. 26 the Colombian military assured critics that only Colombian soldiers were
actively searching for the missing US citizens. US soldiers are providing intelligence and technical
advice but will not be involved in combat situations, Gen. Carlos Alberto Ospina said in comments
to RCN Radio.

Billions for Plan Colombia produce few successes
A year after the rupture in the peace process, political and social sectors are criticizing the
Colombian government for the "poor results in combat against the irregular forces" in the country.
Independent Sen. Carlos Moreno said that Colombians have sacrificed a lot to beef up the security
forces, but the activity of the illegal armed groups continues to increase and advance in the country.
He said that the FARC "is more active than it was a year ago," and is striking ever harder at the
state security forces and the civilian population. Moreno said that Uribe Velez asked for more
collaboration from the citizens, including payment of a tax to strengthen the army and the police,
"but even with more resources, everything remains just speeches and threats, but nothing effective."

Criticism is also increasing in the US.
Conservative Robert D. Novak, in his syndicated column in The Houston Chronicle Feb. 19, said a
report on Colombia by visiting US congressmen described the multibillion-dollar Plan Colombia as
an expensive failure, and he said the latest incident shows that the Colombia crisis is getting worse.
Novak said former Rep. Bob Barr went to Colombia late last year just before he left the Congress.
In his report to House Speaker Dennis Hastert Jan. 10, Barr said, "With billions of taxpayers dollars
invested in Plan Colombia, there is no active peace process today, and the drug-funded killing
continues at a disturbing pace."
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He also said, "Force protection for US military and contractors now serving under Plan Colombia
is inadequate." Novak said that sources in Colombia reported the plane's passengers were contract
employees of an office in the US Embassy in Bogota under CIA control. The four US civilians were
employed by California Microwave of Sunnyvale, California, a unit of Northrop Grumman that
provides surveillance systems for the US military. He said they were under contract to the Office of
Regional Administration in the Bogota Embassy, a covert CIA operation.

-- End --
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